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By Joanna Allerhand, GVSU Staff
Two groups of first grade students are seated on the floor at opposite ends of their classroom. Each group 
of about 10 children is led by an adult as they practice 
reading and spelling. 
In another classroom, second grade students practice 
their numbers by discussing a calendar and a bar chart 
of daily weather reports. One adult leads the discussion 
while another moves among the students to help them as 
they work.
Both classrooms are participating in co-teaching, an 
innovative model for student teaching where the expe-
rienced teacher and student teacher collaborate to best 
meet student needs. Grand Valley State University College 
of Education (COE) faculty are working with teachers 
and administrators at Alpine Elementary School in the 
Kenowa Hills Public School district to test and refine the 
co-teaching model.
“It really adds such a dimension because we have the teach-
ers and candidates learning together and implementing 
together,” said Sheryl Vlietstra, an professor in the COE.
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With co-teaching, both the experi-
enced teacher and student teacher are 
in the classroom together throughout 
the entire school year. This differs 
from the traditional Grand Valley 
model where the school year is split 
between teacher assisting and student 
teaching in different classrooms and 
often at different schools. 
“Since we have them from the first 
day on, they’re immersed in the 
classroom and they’re part of the 
classroom,” said Becky Nicolette, a 
second grade teacher at Alpine and 
a Cooperating Teacher in the co-
teaching initiative.
Under co-teaching, both 
adults also remain in the 
classroom and collaborate 
on instruction, unlike the 
traditional model where 
the student teacher takes 
over the class with the 
experienced teacher out of 
the room.
“Seeing Becky in action and 
watching her model what 
an effective educator looks like has been a priceless oppor-
tunity that has helped my own teaching practices improve 
drastically,” said Sharla Bazen, a senior in the COE who is 
paired with Nicolette.
The co-teaching initiative at Alpine began during the 
2015-2016 school year in K-2 classrooms. Each year, 
another grade level was added. This school year, the 
co-teaching model is implemented in all K-4 classrooms at 
Alpine except one. A professional development component 
also was added this year to provide additional training and 
enhance the experience. Twelve COE students currently 
are placed at the school.
Co-teaching allows student teachers to be better prepared, 
explained Jason Snyder, principal at Alpine. “I truly think 
for student teaching this is the model 
to follow,” Snyder said.
COE students participating in the 
co-teaching initiative at Alpine said 
this opportunity provides them with a 
deeper knowledge of effective teaching 
practices.
“Co-teaching with Becky has truly 
given me a clear image of practices 
that are highly effective and those are 
the practices I plan to implement in 
my own classroom in the near future,” 
Bazen said.
By remaining at Alpine for the full 
school year, the student 
teachers also see a more 
complete picture of the 
education process, said 
Lauri Bach, a first grade 
teacher at Alpine and a 
Cooperating Teacher in the 
co-teaching initiative.
“I can’t imagine leaving 
them halfway through the 
year,” said Allie Krukowski, 
a senior in the COE who 
is paired with Bach. “Kids rely on routine. If they’re used 
to two teachers being in a classroom and then there’s only 
one, it rocks their world.”
The co-teaching initiative was implemented at Alpine in 
part because of the school’s long-standing partnership with 
the COE. College students have served as reading tutors 
and had a reputation as high-quality student teachers. 
Snyder also is a COE alumnus, completing his Bachelor’s 
in 2002 with his Master’s in 2008.
“Our goal, too, is to develop our own talent,” Snyder said. 
One of the COE students who participated in the co-
teaching program at Alpine was hired to stay as a perma-
nent classroom teacher. All students who went through the 
program were hired shortly after graduating.
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About Alpine Elementary
• Location: Rural and suburban district northwest of 
Grand Rapids 
• Grades: K-5 
• Number of students: About 375 
• Number of teachers: 30
• Free and reduced: Approximately 75 percent
• School mission: To nurture and inspire lifelong 
learners
• School vision: To lead the future of education in 
the state
• Code of conduct: “Be the BEST You” (BEST = Be a 
leader, show Excellence, be Safe, be Trustworthy)
“It looks really good on a resume,” Bach said.
Co-teaching also is associated with improved learning 
outcomes for Alpine students. A preliminary analysis 
showed significant increases in reading and math test scores 
for classrooms with co-teaching placements, according 
to research conducted by Douglas Busman, an associate 
professor in the COE who is exploring the impacts of 
co-teaching at Alpine.
“In general, students who 
receive services through the 
co-teaching model are show-
ing a higher performance than 
students in traditional class-
rooms suggesting a significant 
main effect of the co-teaching 
model,” Busman said.
One potential reason co-
teaching benefits students is 
the presence of two adults 
with education expertise in 
the classroom.
“Any time you can get a 
situation where you have 
more adults in a classroom, it’s beneficial for the students,” 
Snyder said. “When it comes down to the students, we’ve 
been able to see the impact for classroom culture and get 
small group instruction.”
There are several models of co-teaching. Many different 
models are implemented throughout the day depending 
on the activity and lesson. Sometimes one adult will lead 
a lesson while the other adult demonstrates the procedure. 
At other times, the class will break into smaller groups and 
each adult will work with one of the groups. This provides 
additional opportunities for differentiation and tackling 
specific learning goals.
Co-teaching enables instructors to differentiate lessons at a 
higher level and better pinpoint individual student needs, 
Nicolette explained.
Having two trained 
adults in the class-
room means each 
student receives more 
instructional time. This 
instruction also can be 
better targeted to specific 
learning goals.
“If you have an extra 
person in there, you can 
target even more,” said 
Bach, a Cooperating 
Teacher at Alpine.
The co-teaching model 
can be more work than 
the traditional student teaching model, Bach said. It 
requires administrators willing to increase the number of 
student teachers able to be placed at the school and staff 
willing to explain the rationale behind their methods to 
student teachers.
“But in the end it’s worth it because of the growth you see 
in the student teacher and students,” she said.
Co-teaching also is 
associated with improved 
learning outcomes 
for Alpine students. A 
preliminary analysis showed 
significant increases in 
reading and math test scores 
for classrooms with co-
teaching placements...
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